Chapter one, The Old Testament Epics, primarily focuses on epic films like Cecil B DeMille's The Ten Commandments (1956) which were produced during the 1950's and 1960's, otherwise known as the golden age for this subgenre of film. These films proved fertile subject matter due in no small part to the Motion Picture Production Code and the limitations it placed on violence and sexuality. Producers such as DeMille recognized the power of sex and violence as major draws to the box-office and were able to circumvent the MPPC's restriction by placing these taboos in the context of a Bible story. (21).
In addition to the text of the Bible itself, these films drew inspiration for their look from a number of sources including the illustrations and font of the King James Bibles that most Americans had in their homes at the time. These visual cues lent credibility to the films, imbuing their stories with a "biblical" tone even though, in reality, they were embellishments of the biblical text itself.
In Chapter two Reinhartz discusses Jesus on the Silver Screen. Despite "the importance of the Jesus story for western history, society, and culture" (57), Reinhartz argues that very few film adaptations have succeeded in creating a compelling depiction of that story. Part of this is due to the tension between the inherent fictionalization that is needed to create a compelling biopic, and the religious constraints demanding a biblically accurate portrayal of Jesus.
Reinhartz spends a significant portion of this chapter discussing the racial identity of Jesus as portrayed in Jesus films. With few exceptions, the Jesus of Hollywood bears a greater resemblance to the Caucasian character depicted by Warner Sallman (62) than the first century Palestinian written about in the gospels. This both undermines the historicity of the films and reinforces racial power structures.
Films like Ben Hur (1959) that follow the followers of Christ are the subject of chapter three. These films have much in common with the Old Testament Epics that were produced around the same time, drawing crowds through romance, action, and spectacle. Like Ben Hur, many of these films intersect with the story of Jesus, but since they are not adapted from biblical narratives, these films often feature more compelling characters than either Old Testament Epics or Jesus films.
Since the golden age of biblical epics occurred in the decades following World War II and the first decades of the Cold War, many of these films can be understood in terms of the growing tension between Democratic and Communist states. Much like their American counterparts, the early Christians stand against the oppressive Roman Empire, which represents the "godless commies" (98). In addition, these films reinforced Christian morality with themes of good business practices and loving your neighbor (102).
The last chapter of the Bible on Film section, titled "Epic and allegory," deals with films that straddle the line between Bible in vs. on Film. These films depict Biblical stories in conversation with modern society. The first example is DeMille's The Ten Commandments (1923) in which the Israelite's Exodus from Egypt is paralleled with a story set in 1920's America. This chapter also deals with Passion play films that depict a group of actors attempting to put on a production of the last days of Christ.
These passion play films allow filmmakers more freedom in their characterizations. The character playing Christ is allowed to make mistakes since he is not Christ himself, but can still take on many of his characteristics. Both the passion plays and the films depicting them are more often European, and so most of the films in this section are from Italy and France, though a notable exception is mentioned in Jesus Christ Superstar (1973) .
Section two of Bible and Cinema is titled "The Bible in Film" and provides a discussion of films that draw from the Bible both subtly and explicitly, but do not attempt to tell biblical stories in their original context. The text as a whole serves to underscore Reinhartz's cinematic literacy. Early chapters in particular include movies from the silent era through the modern day. Reinhartz also shows her knowledge of the Bible and Theology throughout the book, but never more clearly than in her discussion of Inglorious Basterds (2009). Though her reading of this film depends more upon Augustinian theology than the Bible itself, it nevertheless reveals Reinhartz's knowledge of both the cinema and the Bible, as well as the extent to which the Bible can be used to reveal the potential meaning of film.
One of the most valuable of Reinhartz's insights concerns the various pieces of art and literature that have contributed to modern ideas about biblical people and customs. As discussed above, many of the earliest Bible films borrowed imagery from pictures in the King James Bibles that were common in many American homes. As later movies referenced these early films with borrowed shots and feel, a visual shorthand was created that allowed filmmakers to quickly evoke a Hollywood-biblical style, if not always substance.
It is important to keep the subtitle of Bible and Cinema: An Introduction in mind while reading this book. At more than one occasion Reinhartz could go deeper into the topic at hand.
However, this would be inappropriate for a book that is meant as an introduction to a topic that covers more than a hundred years of history. At more than two hundred and fifty pages, Bible and Cinema provides an introduction to the field, just as it intends, but it also urges the reader to explore such a deep well more thoroughly. It will thus serve as a welcome text for introductory Bible and Film or Religion and Film courses at the undergraduate level.
